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Abstract 
Current studies agree on the need of training university students in various competences. Among them, writing stands 
out as an essential competence. This study analyzes the abstract produced by Spanish PhD candidates in the context 
of an academic writing workshop. These abstracts were rewritten as a result of peers’ and supervisors’ reviews. The 
purpose is to analyze the construction of this type of text in relation to its content categories. The results attest a series 
of challenges faced by students and help teachers in the design of their teaching instruction. 
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1. Introduction 
Attention given in Higher Education to linguistic-communicative competences has significantly increased in the 
last decades. Universities are now aware of the impact these competences have in students’ integration into the 
scientific communities where experts and professionals share their knowledge (Álvarez, 2012; Ezeiza, 2008). Among 
these competences, writing competence seems to have a prominent place and it is starting to be present in 
undergraduate and postgraduate programs.  
In response to this need, universities have begun to offer a wide range of courses and seminars focused on the 
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development and strengthen of students’ writing abilities. The aim is not only to improve their writing ability in 
general terms, but also to introduce students to the different academic genres they need to master so as to 
communicate in this community. Nevertheless, there is still little empirical research about the kind of challenges 
faced by college students and about the teaching experiences conducted in this area (Corcelles, Cano, Bañales, & 
Alicia, 2013).   
Therefore, this paper aims to characterize the difficulties identified by PhD Candidates in the successive rewriting 
of an abstract for a “call for papers”. The aims are the following: 
x To identify the content categories selected by these students when building an abstract and their organization. 
x To analyze peers’ and supervisors’ influence in the reformulation and organization of those categories. 
x To assess the challenges faced by them in relation to the canonical content categories.  
This work contains, first, the theoretical concepts underlying this research. Secondly, the methodology includes 
participants´ profile, the corpus of analysis, and the analysis procedure. Finally, this will give way to the data analysis 
and a discussion of the main results.  
2. The abstract for a call for papers  
The abstract is a textual genre that encompasses several varieties of texts: oral summaries of literature, 
bibliographical abstracts, and abstracts for research articles or for a “call for papers” (Otañi, 2005). However, all of 
this varieties have in common some inherent and essential characteristics that allow us identify this genre. Their 
structure and style are easily recognizable, as well as their main goal: to summarize the most important aspects of a 
scientific work in a comprehensible manner.  
When it comes to the abstract for a conference, it is necessary to remind that they are shaped so as to propose a 
research for a scientific event. As a result, some of its characteristics could be determined by the requirements of the 
call. Duo de Brottier (2005) stresses the fact that the reader/evaluator will access this text without the full access to 
the paper. Hence, the writer has only this opportunity to convince the scientific committee about the quality of his/her 
investigation. She notices various mandatory and non-mandatory categories linked to questions the research can ask 
to him/herself when building an abstract.  
    
Table 1. Categories of a Paper Abstract 
 Mandatory Categories Non-mandatory Subcategories 
Which problem is addressed in the 
communication? 
Space indication Theme generalizations 
Study contexts 
Which objectives does the researcher 
propose? 
Purposes Justification 
Hypothesis 
Which is theoretical framework that the 
author adopts? 
Space occupation Paper structure 
Previous studies 
Which methodology was applied? Methodology Materials and methods 
Which are the results obtained? Results  
Which is the significance of the findings 
for the field of discipline? 
 
Results evaluation  
                       Source: Translated from Duo de Brottier (2005).   
3. Revision in the knowledge construction 
Another backbone of this work is the importance of understanding revision as a key step into the process of 
writing. Studies have pointed out the relevance of this action in the development of academic writing as texts created 
in this area need a constant revision from the writer (Castelló, 2007; Vargas, 2005). As a consequence, the writer 
becomes his/her own reader and needs to adopt a critical attitude towards his/her work. An appropriate revision of the 
text will have direct consequences on its quality (Corcelles, Cano, Bañales, & Alicia, 2013; García & Arias-Gundín, 
2004), and on how the text is planned and built up.  
In addition to benefits assigned to individual revisions, studies have revealed that peer revisions have a positive 
impact on writing products at university level (Carlino, 2008; Castelló, 2008; 2009). These experiences provide 
students with a critical and external look of their work, which transcends the limitations that may exist in the review 
4   Manuela Álvarez et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  178 ( 2015 )  2 – 8 
of oneself (Vargas, 2005). As it is something done before students hand over their works to their supervisors, it is a 
chance to judge the length, quality, level, and learning outcomes with colleagues with their same training (Topping, 
1998). To sum up, it is an interaction that derives into a critical reading that will allow a re-launch of the writing 
process (Bessonant, 2000).  
4. Methodology  
4.1. Participants 
 
The participants of this study are six PhD researches from the Education Program at the University of Deusto. All 
of them were fellows of the same research group. It is a heterogeneous group with different academic backgrounds 
such as Humanities, Social Sciences, and Communication. They also reveal different previous experience with regard 
to academic discourse. The texts analyzed were produced within an Academic Writing workshop that took place in 
2012-2013.  
4.2. The Academic Writing Workshop 
 
As shown in table 2, this workshop was organized in two main phases. The first one was oriented to the 
presentation of theoretical aspects related to the writing of an abstract for a conference. In the second phase, 
participants produced three versions of their texts based on successive revisions of colleagues and their Dissertation 
supervisors. 
 
    Table 2. Organization of the Workshop. 
PHASES Date Duration Task 
Phase 1 Oct 2012 10 sessions (2h and a half each) Theoretical approach to “the abstract” 
Phase 2 Nov 2012  Meeting with supervisors for the topic selection. 
Writing the abstract: first draft 
1 session (2h) Establishment of shared criteria for the peer 
review. 
 Peer reviewed process (recorded) 
 Second draft 
Dec 2012  Supervisors’ revision 
 Third and last draft. Submission. 
4.3. Corpus and Data Analysis 
 The corpus of this paper consists on the three different versions of the abstract produced in the academic writing 
workshop. It is also analyzed the peer review process, as well as the revision provided by the supervisor.  
 
Research questions that guided the data analysis were the following: 
x RQ 1. Which content categories do learners include in the construction of an abstract? How are they organized? 
x RQ 2. What changes are suggested by colleagues and directors in relation to categories and their organization? 
x RQ 3. How peer review and directors intervention affect in the construction of the categories? 
x RQ 4. What kind of challenges do doctoral students face when constructing the categories of an abstract? 
 
Researchers jointly analyzed the three versions of the abstract, discussed doubtful cases, and established consensus 
results. With regard to revisions, the study focuses on the change suggestions which are classified. Then, it is proved 
if they are fulfilled or not.  
4.4. Analysis and Discussion 
RQ 1. Which content categories do learners include in the construction of an abstract? How are they organized? 
 
Table.3. Content categories included in participants’ abstracts. 
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Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1º 
paragraph 
Topic (aim) Topic 
Objectives 
Methodology 
Objectives Topic Justification 
Objectives 
Methodology 
Topic 
2º 
paragraph 
Topic  Methodology Justification 
Objectives 
Methodology 
Framing Objectives 
3º 
paragraph 
Objective 
Organization 
 Methodology 
Analysis 
Results Conclusions Organization 
Results 
Organization 
4º 
paragraph 
  Methodology 
recap 
Future research 
  Objectives 
Implications 
 
The analysis of the first draft (see Table 3) indicates that participants considered necessary to include the following 
categories “topic”, “objectives”, and “methodology” for the informative display of the abstract, regardless the type of 
research they are presenting. This is also the order in which these categories are presented. On the contrary, other 
canonical categories of this type of text, such as “results” or “conclusions” (Duo de Brottier 2005; Prestinoni of 
Bellora & Giroti, 2005), are not included in the texts. This may be because these abstracts can be produced before the 
research has been fully developed.  
The analysis suggests that students have a great concern about conducting informational targets, while they 
overshadow the argumentative function of this type of text (Sánchez, 2011). This can be corroborated by the generic 
nature of the “topic” category and the lack of references to previous studies and to the scientific context. According to 
Otañi’s (2005) categorization, these could be considered “dependent abstracts” as they depend on the full paper. 
 
RQ 2. What changes are suggested by colleagues and directors in relation to categories and their organization? 
 
Table 4. Peers’ suggestions and amendments made by participants. 
Participant                          Peers’ suggestions               Amendments made 
1 
• Reformulation and reorganization of 
objetives. 
• No remarkable influence 
2 
• Expansion of the information contained in the 
categories. 
• No remarkable influence 
 
3 
• Reorganization of the information and the 
content categories. 
• Searching for a clearer presentation of ideas. 
• Deletion of unnecessary information. 
• Reorganization of the information. 
• Reduced number of paragraphs. 
• Recognizable canonical categories. 
4 
• No remarkable suggestions 
• No remarkable influence 
5 
• Deletion of unnecessary information. 
• No remarkable influence 
6 
•  Qualification of information. 
• Expansion of the context. 
• Qualification of information. 
• Reorganization of paragraphs (4>3) 
• Definition of the topic and its relevance. 
 
Changes suggested by peers and those proposed by supervisors are different in nature. Peers’ suggestions (see 
Table 4) are focused on the reorganization of information and on the importance of clarity. With other words, they 
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care about the information display and other organizational aspects. In contrast, little attention is given to the 
canonical content categories required to build an abstract. Thus, it could be inferred that peers do not adopt the role of 
an evaluator-reader who has to decide whether that proposal is accepted or not for a congress.  
As Corcelles, Cano, Bañales and Alicia (2013, p. 95) foretell, collaborative review is not always as useful as 
expected. Several external factors such as revision strategies, previous formation or notions of academic writing, may 
affect on the efficacy of this practices. Furthermore, it is also important to consider the influence of social factors. In 
this sense, Freedman (1992) highlights the negative image that underlies the fact of giving negative feedback to a 
colleague.  
 
Table 5. Supervisors’ suggestions and amendments made by participants. 
Participant                    Supervisors’ suggestions                          Amendments made 
1 
•  To join ideas 
• Methodology restructuration 
•  Objectives amplification  
• Restructuring the objectives’ information 
• Information from previous researches are added 
2 
• Guidance regarding the categories that have 
to appear and the order in which they should 
appear (subject, objectives, methods, 
conclusions and frame) 
• Ideas’ restructuration 
• Maintains the content categories 
3 
• Writing of the methodology category  
• Add the results category 
•  Reorganize the first paragraph 
• Recognizable canonical categories 
• Inclusion of a new paragraph 
4 
•  Adapt the title to the objectives 
•  Extend the results 
• Adaptation of the title to the objectives 
5 
•  Reorganize the categories of the first 
paragraph 
• Review the title  
• Significant increase in the extension 
• Inclusion of two new categories (hypothesis and 
methodology) 
• Ideas reorganization 
6 
• Objectives reorganization  
• The specific objectives are marked 
 
Supervisors, conversely, naturally assume that evaluator role and they are constantly aware of the communicative 
situation in which the text is generated. Hence, their suggestions are oriented to the appropriate construction of an 
abstract and they care about the presence of its basic content categories (see Table 5). Nevertheless, the way they 
propose the improvements is unsystematic and each supervisor notes down her suggestions in a different way.  
 
RQ 3. How peer review and directors intervention affect in the construction of the content categories? 
 
Reactions towards peers’ and supervisors’ revisions have also been different. As presented in Table 4, students, in 
general, pay little attention to peers’ contributions. Participants only accomplish changes related to the reorganization 
of information. Contrarily, previous studies (Castelló, 2009; Sabaj, 2009) had positive results with regards students’ 
reactions to peers’ reviews. Our results could be considered a direct consequence of the lack of training; as they do 
not know how to confront others’ text revisions, results are less efficient and favorable than expected.  
With regards to supervisors’ suggestions (see Table 5), it can be said that these are assumed in a positive way. This 
could be related to supervisors’ prestige or authority. Participants carry out all of the recommendations received, with 
varying degrees of success: they reformulate content categories or they include those that were not included before. 
Consequently, abstracts get progressively closer to their prototypical structure and layout.  
 
RQ 4. What kind of challenges do doctoral students face when constructing the categories of an abstract? 
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The first challenge faced by doctoral students is related to their ability to observe and think about their language 
use through the text. This would have positive consequences on how they plan and review their texts and, also, peers’ 
texts. As Castelló states (2009), it is necessary that students develop they critical reading skills so as to recognize ones 
writing process and to be aware of the resources needed to manage and regulate this process.  
Secondly, PhD researches face the need of embracing abstracts’ content categories. This will help them achieve the 
purpose of the text which is to be accepted in a conference. Therefore, it is essential for them to internalize the 
different resources and procedures that give to the text its persuasive function. It is important to remind that texts’ 
organization will vary depending on the type of work (empirical or theoretical, among others) which is presented.  
4. Conclusions 
The results of this study allow us to determine PhD candidates’ behavior when building an abstract for a “call of 
papers”. Also, we can observe the changes carried out in the consecutives rewrites of the text as a result of peers’ and 
supervisors’ reviews. First, it is evidenced that students have an idea of the abstract as a purely informative text. On 
the contrary, they are not conscious of use of the text itself as a tool to persuade about the relevance or interest of 
his/her work. Secondly, it is relevant to note the differences between the type of revisions performed by peers and by 
supervisors, as well as the differences between the attitudes towards their proposals. Fundamentally, peers orient their 
review to punctual aspects, while supervisors offer more suggestions related to the configuration of the content 
categories. These last proposals have a greater acceptance than the ones given by the colleagues. 
Lastly, this works leads to the diagnosis of a number of challenges faced by PhD candidates and demonstrates that 
it is required a review of future writing training programs. It is essential to highlight that the writing workshop 
presented in this study has not been enough for participants to feel conformable when writing this type of text. These 
results converge with those of the aforementioned Castelló’s study (2009). Both studies conclude that more formation 
is needed to ensure that students assume the role of reader-reviewer of the text. They need to get familiar with the 
genre, as well as with some guidelines so as to improve significantly in their academic productions and in peer review 
dynamics.  
Finally, even though the results hint that directors’ expertise in academia make them aware of abstracts 
requirement, it would be considered helpful to prepare or assist them in the management or planning of this task. The 
aim is to maximize their contributions and to address the revision of the text in a more systematic and effective 
manner.  
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